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Abstract 
Language testing research has recently seen growing interest in Test Wiseness (TW) strategies, particularly in answering 
Multiple Choice (MC) tests. Research has indicated that these strategies are deployed differently by different test takers and 
hence can be assumed as a threat to test fairness, validity and reliability. This study aims to answer these questions: (1) Do 
higher level EFL test takers  of MC grammar tests use TW strategies more than lower level EFL test takers? (2)Which TW 
strategies are more frequent among Iranian EFL test takers in paper MC grammar tests? (3) What are the test takers’ attitudes on 
the use of TW Strategies in IBT and PBT? (4) Do EFL test takers with previous experience of Internet Based Tests (IBT) prefer 
Paper Based Tests (PBT) to IBT with respect to TW strategies? To respond the first and the second questions, this study used 
quantitative approach, Independent T-test and frequency measures, respectively. The study also made use of interview to 
indicate the test takers’ preference for PBTs or IBTs and their attitude on the employment of TW strategies in the two 
aforementioned test modes. The findings revealed no significant difference in the employment of TW strategies between the test 
takers higher and lower than the mean in a MC grammar test. “Reading the instructions carefully before the items” was found to 
be the most frequent and “revising answers to correct misspellings as the least frequent. There was a consensus amongst all the 
available test takers with IBT experience on the PBT preference. Findings in the interview provided more insights into the 
typical strategies and the reasons EFL test takers used them. 
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1. Introduction 
   Test- Wiseness (TW) has been defined as the ability to respond advantageously to items containing extraneous 
clues and, therefore, to obtain credit without knowledge of the subject matter being tested. Similarly, Bachman 
(1990, P. 114) defines Test Wiseness (TW) as “a set of individual characteristics related to the amount and type of 
preparation or prior experience with a given test. They include the conscious pacing of one’s time, reading questions 
before the passage upon which they are based and ruling out as many alternatives as possible in multiple choice 
items and then guessing among the ones remaining.”  
 
    TW is of importance because it is not equally benefitted by test takers at different ability levels. Students who are 
test wise can outperform students of equal ability who lack test-wiseness. (Cohen, 1998) (Chance, 1992) 
(Scruggs, Mastropieri,1992). Rogers and Bateson (1991) empirically investigated the influence of TW on 
performance of high school seniors of school seniors on school leaving examinations. They concluded that “The 
percentages of test-wise susceptible four-option multiple-choice items varied from 43% to 80% across the six 
examinations.” (p. 175). 
 
    TW is, therefore, a source of invalidity since it allows some test takers have an unfair advantage over others 
(Allan, 1992). Miller, Fuqua and Fagley (1990) refer to test takers’ differences in their employment of TW as a 
source of content invalidity. Scruggs and Mastropierri (1992) also states that all test takers do not equally benefit 
from test taking skills. Language test scores can not be interpreted as an indicator of the very particular language 
ability aimed to be measured; the issue, hence, endangers both the validity and reliability of the tests. 
 
   TW is an individual’s ability to improve his or her test score by recognizing and utilizing cues in the test multiple 
choice items, format or testing situation (Houston, 2005). It is, hence, independent of the subject matter for which 
the items are supposed to measure (Millman, Bishop, Ebel, 1965). While test content has been found not to be a 
largely determining factor in the use of TW strategies, test method is known to be largely influential factor (Cohen, 
1998).  
 
      Several studies have recognized MC items, in particular, to be more susceptible to test wiseness cues (e.g. 
Geiger,1997; Katalin,2000; Edwards, 2003;). Multiple choice items contain numerous components (stem and 
alternatives) and hence clues are more outstandingly seen by test takers. Besides, they are usually difficult to 
construct, and therefore more likely to suffer from shortcomings including TW. 
  
   Teacher made tests frequently exhibit TW cues due to the teachers’ unfamiliarity with TW cues. Furthermore, 
teachers are not typically required to pilot their test for the sake of improving test reliability, validity and item 
characteristics. Although one would think that teacher made tests are the only sacrifice of TW and standardized tests 
are relatively more immune to TW, research has shown that this is not always the case. A number of researchers 
have shown that training in various TW skills will improve test scores on standardized testing (e.g. Diamond, Ayrer, 
Fishman , Green, 1976; Bracely, 2001 as cited in Deerman et al, 2008; Shavelson, Webb, & Burstein, 1986; 
Bergman, 1980; Oakland, 1972; Petty & Harrel 1977; Shuller 1979 ; Gross 1977). The findings of these studies can 
confirm the fact that no test, whether teacher made or standardized tests, can be claimed to be immune to TW. 
 
2. Review of Literature and Empirical Background 
 
   Many of the studies on ESL/EFL TW strategies diagnose test takers’ employment of TW strategies by exposing 
them to items, typically multiple choice, with embedded TW strategies and making test takers more sensitive to the 
TW strategy (e.g. Allan, 1992; Hayati et al, 2008). 
  
    Allan (1992) used “stem option cues, grammatical cues, similar option cues and item give away” in his MC items 
to sensitize test takers. Hayati & Ghojogh (2008) based their study on a test with similar embedded TW strategies 
only adding three more cues: “longer length option, option inclusion and specific determiner”. They used 50 
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vocabulary items comprising these strategies. They found positive correlation of TW strategies with language 
proficiency but no correlation with gender. 
 
    Amer (1993) and Vattanapath et al. (1999) similarly made test takers conscious not through modifying their tests 
but by training their participants to use TW strategies. Their findings concordantly indicated that training helped 
students improve their test scores. 
 
    Cohen & Upton (2007) attempted a different procedure. They used a subtest of NEW TOEFL instead of designing 
a test with cues intentinally made to test wise participants. They sought to determine the test taking strategies EFL 
test takers benefited while responding a subtest of the new TOEFL, with the five Basic Comprehension item types, 
three Inferencing item types, and the two Reading to Learn item types. Using verbal report, they aimed to determine 
whether the new TOEFL was actually measuring what it purported to measure, i.e. test-taking strategies employed 
by test takers were used as part of the process of construct validation.  They used a coded list of 28 reading 
strategies, 28 test management strategies and 3 TW strategies.  The TW strategies were (1) Using the process of 
elimination (i.e., selecting an option even though it is not understood, out of a vague sense that the other 
options couldn’t be correct (2) Using clues in other items to answer an item under consideration and (3) 
Selecting the option because it appears to have a word or phrase from the passage in it, possibly a key word.  
Their findings indicated that some respondents most of whom with more advanced proficiency level 
used academic reading skills to gain local and general understanding of the text without relying on TW 
tricks. Other participants, however, used an array of strategies, mainly test taking strategies and test 
management strategies not TW strategies. 
“They were perhaps reluctant to use test-wiseness strategies because they knew we were observing 
their behavior closely”  (p.  243) . 
 
    Finally Cohen (2006, P.307) reviewed the research over 25 years focusing on first and second language–related 
strategies, proficiency level, test-taking strategies, strategies as a function of testing method, and the appropriateness 
of the research methods. He concluded that: 
 
 while test-taking strategy research has come of age over the last 25 years, there still remain numerous 
challenges ahead, such as arriving at a more unified theory for test-taking strategies. Another 
challenge is to continue to find ways to make the research effort as unobtrusive as possible, while at 
the same time tapping the test-taking processes. 
 
    Following the aforementioned literature, the purpose of this study is to identify the most frequent TW strategies 
amongst EFL test takers and compare higher level and lower level test takers of a grammar test on the employment 
of these strategies. This study, hence, attempts to find out if TW strategies are employed differently in internet tests 
compared to the equal paper based mode. It aims to tap the  EFL test takers’ TW strategies by assigning a TW 
questionnaire, based on Water & Siebert (1990), Wenden (1991), after a multiple choice grammar test and interview 
them to reveal their attitude on the use of TW strategies in an IBT and a PBT.   
   
    Computer based tests have been a focus of research since the early 1970s however, computer based language tests 
have attracted attention from language testers for only a decade or so (Choi & Kim, 2003). Almost many researches 
have been conducted on the comparability of the Computer Based Tests (CBTs) and the Paper Based Tests (PBTs), 
none, however, have had test wiseness strategies of their focus. No study, so far, has taken test mode with regard to 
TW strategies into account. 
 
    Thus, the following research questions are investigated in the present study: 
(1) Do higher level EFL test takers  of MC grammar tests use TW strategies more than lower level EFL test takers?    
(2)Which TW strategies are more frequent among Iranian EFL test takers in paper MC grammar tests? 
(3) What are the test takers’ attitudes on the use of TW Strategies in IBT and PBT?  
(4) Do EFL test takers with previous experience of Internet Based Tests (IBT) prefer Paper Based Tests (PBT) to        
IBT with respect to TW strategies? 
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3. Method 
 
   Many of the studies on TW approach the strategies test takers employ by exposing them to items, typically 
multiple choices, with embedded cues to test wise them and make them more sensitive to the cues. That is, the test 
takers utilized the cues that were intentionally put in the test for the sake of the research (e.g. Allan 1992, Hayati et 
al, 2008).  
 
     This study, however, attempted to elicit test takers’ strategies after a MC grammar test which was designed to be 
a typical test without giving cues to test takers and without making the participants aware of the cues and strategies 
to use for reaching the correct answer. The idea behind the methodology in this study was to provide the natural test 
for the test takers and monitor their performance on a test which was not intentionally made for the sake of the 
research but an achievement test which was typically designed by the course instructors based on the course 
program, syllabus aims and textbooks. It was believed that test ought to be designed to measure the attributes and 
skills prescribed in the syllabus not to sensitize the test takers by giving cues in items or training the test takers. 
3.1. Participants 
 
   From among 105 junior students in Sobh-e Sadegh Institute of Higher Education who were majoring in English 
translation, literature and Teaching, 52 (8 male and 44 female) were randomly selected to take both the multiple 
choice test of grammar, aimed as an achievement test,  and the TW questionnaire. Participants had the same 
educational background particularly on grammar, having passed a 4 hour a week course on grammar 1 and being 
through a second course on grammar 2. Except for their own personal experience of TW strategies, none of them 
had received any formal instruction on test taking or Test Wiseness strategies.  
 
     In a purposeful sampling method and based on the questionnaire, 8 of the students, 4 males and 4 females, who 
had at least one previous experience with IBT grammar test were invited for an interview with the researcher. They 
had all taken an equivalent MC grammar Internet Based test two weeks earlier and two of them had also taken on-
line tests in areas of psychology, intelligence, personality, and computer. They were all invited to a one-hour 
interview conducted by the researcher right after the paper test administration. The whole session was tape recorded 
for later qualitative analysis. 
 
    The data was collected during the interview based on participants’ justifications on their choice of the strategies in 
the questionnaire and their responses to the following two questions: 
- Clarify and explain your choice of the TW strategies in the questionnaire. Did you use different strategies in 
the two test modes? 




   This study employed the following research instruments: 
 - A Teacher made Multiple Choice Test of Grammar on Clauses (adverb, noun and relative clause) and Participial 
Phrases with 52 items and administered as an obligatory achievement test.  
- A Questionnaire developed originally by Water & Siebert (1990); Wenden (1991), revised and translated by the 
researcher and finally validated by two of the experienced experts in the area of higher educational teaching and 
testing.  Water & Siebert, 1990; Wenden, 1991 taxonomy of TW strategies is a widely used taxonomy in the general 
educational literature which classifies TW strategies into three major categories: 
        1. Strategies used before answering the test 
        2. Strategies used during answering the test  
        3. Strategies used after answering the test 
 
     The researcher added three more strategies (11, 14 and 15) having been observed among the students typically 
while taking the grammar tests (Table 3). 
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3.3. Procedure 
 
   The grammar test was primarily administered among the 52 undergraduate students. Immediately after taking the 
grammar test, they were all required to sit for answering the questionnaire on TW strategies; as such the researcher 
could check on the strategies they had used while taking the grammar test on paper. There was no time limitation for 
the test takers when going through the questionnaire but they were asked to choose the strategies they employed 
only for responding the grammar test they had just sat for.  After the completion of the questionnaire the participants 
who had at least one previous experience with IBTs, 8 of them in total, were invited for the interview with the 
researcher. They commented and verbalized on the strategies they could or couldn’t use while taking the PBT and 
the IBT. The interviews were recorded for later analysis. 
 
3.4. Data Analysis 
 
   The grammar answer sheets and the questionnaires were all scored and the results were analyzed by the SPSS. The 
scores on the PBT of grammar were ranked and divided into two groups of above the mean with 27 of the 
participants and below the mean, with 25 of them (M= 28.05) and the TW strategies employed by the two groups 
were compared using independent T test. To answer the second question and find the most common strategy among 
the test takers, frequency of the strategies was also obtained. On the basis of these statistical procedures, no 
meaningful difference was found between the higher level test takers and the lower level ones. More will come for 
the results in the next section. 
 
4. Results and Discussion 
 
   Independent sample t-test (table 1) was conducted to compare the mean scores on the TW strategy questionnaire 
of the two groups of test takers, below and above the mean of a grammar multiple choice test (M= 28.05). No 
significant difference in strategy use for the lower level test takers (M=10.08, SD=2.767) and the higher level test 
takers [M=10.18, SD=2.465; t (50) = - .145 ] was obtained. There was no statistically significant difference between 
the performance of the two groups since the P value was found to be higher than 0.05 (P=0.885>0.05).  The Mean 
score of the two are nearly the same (10.18 and 10.08). The magnitude of the differences in the means was very 
small (eta squared=.00041). 
Table 1. Independent T Test TW strategies between the higher level and lower level EFL test takers 
Independent Samples Test
.150 .700 -.145 50 .885 -.1052 .7258 -1.5630 1.3526
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   Based on the aforementioned results, the test takers with different levels don’t employ the TW strategies 
differently and there is no significant difference in the employment of TW strategies between the test takers whose 
scores on a multiple choice grammar test is above and below the mean.   
     Frequency of the strategies used by all participants in the study could clearly answer the second research 
question. The following table shows the strategies in an ascending order of their frequency. 
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Table 2.  Frequency of Test Wiseness Strategies in PBT 
 











1. Reading Instructions carefully  
2. Immediately writing what comes to mind 
3. Translating each item and choosing the correct structure 
4. Checking and revising answers immediately after answering each 
question 
5. Answering questions in chronological order 
6. Revising answers to correct wrong grammar 
7. Using all the available test time 
8. Reviewing and checking the answers after answering all questions 
9. Thinking about how to answer each question before answering it 
10. Answering all the questions even though one is not sure about his answer 
11. Using other questions to get help and answering the questions 
12. Answering all the questions even though one doesn’t know the answer at 
all 
13. Translating each question first and choosing the best answer based on 
meaning 
14. Avoiding last minute changes 
15. Underlining keywords in questions 
16. Budgeting (allocating specific time to each question) 
17. Reading all questions to start first with the easy ones  






















































































Total (18 strategies) 
     
   As the above table shows reading instructions carefully is the most frequent and revising all answers to correct 
misspellings is the least. Also strategies which are used while answering the test are comparatively more frequent 
than those used before or after the test; in other words test takers tend to use strategies while they go through the 
items one by one. Only few strategies, strategies 1, 6, 8 and 9, seem to be contradictory, for which, however, the test 
takers revealed some reasons and justifications in the interview following the test administration session. 
 
      Test takers almost always “read the instructions carefully” (the first and most frequent strategy in Table 2) 
because they have been taught, ever since they started taking educational tests, that half of the answer is hidden in 
the instruction and the stem. Nevertheless, they confirmed the point that this strategy couldn’t help them wisely 
identify the correct choice. Seven of the participants interviewed agreed that they read instructions to make sure 
each item had only one correct choice. They agreed that the strategy in the list couldn’t help them identify every 
single correct choice but to know how they should go through the whole test.  
    
    The selection of  two strategies : “revising answers to correct wrong grammar” and “reviewing and checking the 
answers after answering all questions”, strategies 6 and 8 in Table 2 respectively, were found to be relatively 
frequent though they were after answering the test strategies. Different results would probably be expected for the 
frequency of the 6th strategy if the test were a vocabulary or reading comprehension fill in the blank test. Participants 
explained in the interview that they revised all their selections primarily to make sure they had not made any 
mistakes in transferring the correct choices to the answer sheet, particularly in MC tests, not to get help from the test 
itself or the order of correct answers, since they knew, by experience, that the test developer/ the researcher like 
most test designers never use a predictable pattern in the order of the correct choices. 
 
     They also justified their selection of strategy 9 (Table 2). So far as the test was MC grammar test, they had to 
decide what the targeted structure in each item was. Looking at the four alternatives and the key words in the stem 
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could help them identify the targeted structure, for example “in case” could help them retrieve the information about 
“if clauses”.  
     “Revising all answers to correct misspellings” was the least frequent strategy for which there seems to be a 
logical explanation. The test has been MC grammar test, a test of recognition not production; hence the test takers 
did not naturally value the spelling when they were not required to write anything of their own.  
                                  
     Excluding the aforementioned strategies with the justification from the interviewed participants confirmed the 
researcher’s finding that EFL test takers probably tend to use TW strategies while answering the test more 
frequently than pre and post test strategies. The aforementioned finding also could be due to the fact that many of 
these strategies are naturally used while taking the test and their number is larger compared to the strategies used 
before or after taking the test.  
 
       The test takers’ preference for the test mode with regard to TW strategies and their employment of TW 
strategies were revealed in the interview. Table 3 shows the frequency of TW strategies in the two modes reported 
by the participants in the interview. 
 
 
Table 3: Test takers’ TW strategies in a PBT and IBT are compared in the following table 
 
Test Wiseness strategy F in PBT F in IBT 
 
               Strategies BEFORE answering the questions 
1. Reading all questions to start first with the easy ones  
2. Thinking about how to answer each question before answering it 
3. Reading Instructions carefully  
4. Budgeting (allocating specific time to each question) 
5. Underlining keywords in questions 
 
             Strategies WHILE answering the questions 
6. Answering questions in chronological order 
7. Checking and revising answers immediately after answering each question 
8. Using all the available test time 
9. Immediately writing what comes to mind 
10. Answering all the questions even though one is not sure about his answer 
11. Translating each question first and choosing the best answer based on meaning 
12. Answering all the questions even though one doesn’t know the answer at all 
13. Using other questions to get help and answering the questions 
14. Translating each item and choosing the correct structure 
 
Strategies AFTER answering the questions 
15. Reviewing and checking the answers after answering all questions 
16. Revising all answers to correct misspellings 
17. Revising answers to correct wrong grammar 



















































    Some strategies in the questionnaire could not be used in IBTs. The test takers couldn’t go back to previous 
questions to check or change the answers. Neither could they underline anything. Consequently strategies 1, 
5,13,15,16, 17 and 18 were automatically excluded in the selection of almost all of the participants. In IBT, the last 
four strategies in Table 3 were not as frequently benefited as the strategies in the first two sets due to the 
aforementioned nature of IBT.   
 
   Most strategies were similarly used in both PBT and IBT due to the nature of the strategy which could be 
employed in both test modes. They encompassed strategies 2, 3, 7 and 8. Strategies 10 and 12 were also similarly 
selected by test takers in both of the two test modes since the test takers had been all informed orally and in the test 
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instructions that correction for guessing was applied in neither modes and that their scores on the test was the 
number of questions they answered correctly with no penalty for guessing. “When I have a 25% chance of getting 
each item correctly without paying anything for my guess, why missing my chance”, said one of the participants in 
the interview. 
       
   Besides guessing strategy, the test takers resorted to translation relatively frequently, i.e.  strategies 11 and 14 in 
table 3, either in order to find the correct answer or to make more certain about their answers. Three of them told 
that they couldn’t help themselves translating the stems before reading the choices. They assumed that in most 
sentences, translation could be used as an asset since they had found language universals more than the differences 
between the two languages. Accordingly, they benefited their mastery in their native language and tried to identify 
the common structures between the two languages.   
  
    The second question “With respect to TW strategies, which test mode, PBT or IBT of multiple choice grammar, 
do you prefer and why?” unleashed very similar responses with a 86% consensus on PBT as the preference. The 
participants in the interview reported some reasons on their preference.  PBT allowed them to have an overview on 
all sections and all items, therefore they could budget the time required for each part and save some time in order to 
check and correct the probable wrong answers. Many reported that they could, only on paper,   mark some of the 
items as uncertain responses for which they could save time.  This was in harmony with the employment of 
strategies 4, 8.  
 
    PBT very well satisfied the test takers’ need to go back to the previous items and give them more thought. This 
way they could correct the probable mistakes. It can explain the frequent selection of third group of strategies in 
PBT mode (strategies 15 to 18 in Table 3) compared to IBT. Four of the participants also stated that, in PBT, they 
had the chance to “get help from other items” (strategy13). They stated that they had smartly found a few items 
testing similar structures and could compare their responses.  
 
   The test takers preferred PBTs chiefly because they could make them more relaxed and infuse them with more 
confidence due to the fact that they had a control over all the questions. Despite IBTs, in which they could see and 
answer questions one at a time, they could see all PBT questions in front and hence feel less nervous but more 
concentrated.  Test takers were much more acquainted with PBTs and only 15% of the overall participants in the 
first phase of the study had previously experienced the IBTs. Some even revealed their fear doing the IBT for some 
reasons like: 
                       “ I have never tried it. I’m afraid the system or the internet crashes halfway and they lose all the 
information.” 
                     “On the screen?! No. How could I write some notes to respond better. I do it frequently to and 
refresh my memory.” 
                      “ I feel a lot more comfortable when I hold a paper and pencil in my hand than a mouse. I’m 
accustomed only with paper tests.” 
                      “What if the time is up and I haven’t gone through many questions, it’s really frightening?!”  
                      “ I trust teachers’ scoring on the paper more than internet based scoring. At least I can see my 
mistakes.” 
          
5. Conclusion 
    
   Although the advent of computers and internet in language testing has been a great endeavor, and the language 
testing community is putting his growing interest in that, more has to be done to accompany the test takers in the 
classrooms with the technology and web and help them experience IBTs to fight their fear and stress.  
 
   The results in the present study showed no significant difference in the employment of TW strategies between the 
test takers above and below the mean of a paper mode MC grammar test.  Also, test takers seemed to be more test 
wise during taking the items in the paper mode and that they did not benefit from the post test strategies in the 
internet mode as frequently as they did in paper mode. This seemed to be due to the nature of the internet tests, the 
chance to look at each item only when the former one disappeared. This could contribute to the test takers worry in 
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taking internet tests. The test takers’ preference for the paper mode could probably confirm the point that more 
control on the test time, the items and the overview process let test takers use more strategies in the tests, in 
particular paper mode tests. More researches, however, have to be conducted to confirm the results in the present 
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